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  Dear Reader,




  I’m so delighted to welcome you to my latest novel. I really hope you enjoy reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it.




  To all of you who have loyally supported me and bought my books over the years, a massive ‘Thank You’. I can’t believe it’s twenty-five years since City Girl was

  published, and so many of you have been with me on that journey!




  To new readers, thank you too for buying A Time for Friends. I hope it gives you great enjoyment.




  To all of my lovely Facebook followers at https://www.facebook.com/patriciascanlanauthor, your kind and supportive comments are

  wonderful and it is so good to be able to engage with my readers and get their views.




  Enjoy! Enjoy! Enjoy!




  Love and Blessings,




  Patricia
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  I dedicate this book with much love to the dearest of friends:




  My sister Mary, who is also the perfect friend, and who kept the show on the road while I took some time out to finish this book.




  Aidan Storey and Murtagh Corrigan – my stalwarts, who gave me their guest room, fed and watered me, and made me laugh when I needed it most.




  Pam and Simon Young and Mary Helen Hensley, who are with me every step of the way and beyond.




  And to the memory of Anita Notaro: a true, loyal and steadfast friend. Our great loss is heaven’s gain.




  





  




  

    

      Don’t put the key to your happiness in someone else’s pocket!




      Anon
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  PROLOGUE





  The sun is shining through the window on the landing. Rays of diffused light streaming onto the red-gold-patterned carpet that covers the stairs. This will be one of the many

  things to remember on this life-changing day that will be buried deep in the recesses of the mind in the years that follow.




  The sounds will never be forgotten either. The groaning and grunting getting louder at the top of the stairs. The absolute terror of feeling something is wrong. That a loved one is ill.




  The bedroom door is open. The sickening tableau is revealed. A gasp of shock escapes as innocence is lost, and life alters its course forever in that instant.




  The man and woman turn at the sound. Horror crosses the man’s face as the woman untangles her legs from him. Both of them are naked. The woman’s hair is mussed, cascading like a

  blonde waterfall over her rounded creamy breasts. The man grabs his trousers to hide his pale-skinned, hairy nudity.




  ‘Wait!’ he calls frantically. ‘Wait!’




  But it’s too late.




  A burden is added to the hurt and sadness already borne.




  July 1965




  ‘Do I have to ask her to my party, Mammy? She just is so mean to my friends. She says horrible things and she tells Aileen that she’s fat!’

  Hilary Kinsella gives a sigh of exasperation as she studies her mother’s face to try and gauge what Sally’s response will be. Surreptitiously she crosses the fingers of both hands

  behind her back as she gazes expectantly at her mother who is rubbing the collar of her elderly father’s white shirt with Sunlight soap, before putting it in the washing machine.




  ‘Colette shouldn’t say things like that, but I think she’s a little bit jealous of you and Aileen being friends. She doesn’t really mean it,’ Sally says kindly.

  ‘And it would be a bit cruel not to invite her to your birthday party. Wouldn’t it now?’




  Hilary’s heart sinks. She has been hoping against hope that just this once she can have fun with her friends and not have to listen to Colette O’Mahony boasting and bragging about

  her huge birthday party which will be two weeks after Hilary’s own.




  ‘But, Mammy, she says that we can’t afford to go on holidays to Paris on a plane like she does, an’ she says her mammy and daddy have more money than we do,’ Hilary

  exclaims indignantly, seeing that she is getting nowhere.




  ‘Well we can’t afford to go abroad and the O’Mahonys do have more money than we do,’ Sally says equably, twisting another shirt to get rid of the excess water

  before dropping it into the twin tub. ‘But do you not think you have much more fun in our caravan, going to the beach every day and playing with your cousins on our holidays, than walking

  around a hot, stuffy city, visiting art galleries and museums with adults, and having no children to play with? Do you not think it must be very lonely not to have any brothers and sisters?’

  Sally remarks, a smile crinkling her eyes.




  ‘I suppose so,’ sighs Hilary, knowing what is coming next.




  ‘Poor Colette with no sisters or brothers, and not many friends either. And no mammy to have her dinner ready after school like I do for you, pet. You’re so lucky with the family and

  friends you have. You always have someone to play with when you come home from school, so wouldn’t it be a kindness to invite Colette to your party? Because I know that you are a

  very kind little girl. Now go and play with her and I’ll bring some lemonade and banana sandwiches out into the garden for the two of you, and you can have a picnic for tea,’

  her mother says briskly.




  But I don’t want to be a very kind little girl, Hilary wants to shout at her mother. But she knows she can’t. Sally has high expectations of her children. Kindness to others

  is mandatory in the Kinsella household. Whether she likes it or not, Hilary has to be kind to Colette O’Mahony and, yet again, endure her unwanted presence at her much anticipated birthday

  party.




  Tears smart Colette O’Mahony’s eyes as she scurries away from the door where she has been listening to Hilary and Mrs Kinsella discussing whether or not she should

  be invited to Hilary’s crummy birthday party. Colette’s heart feels as though a thousand, no a million nettles have stung it. Mrs Kinsella has said ‘poor Colette’

  in a pitying sort of voice. She is not poor. She has her own bedroom and doesn’t have to share with an older sister. She has loads of good dresses and other clothes. Hilary Kinsella

  only has one good dress for Sundays. And most important of all, Colette has a servant at home to make her dinner when she comes home from school.




  Mummy calls her ‘the housekeeper’, but Colette tells all the girls in her class that Mrs Boyle is her ‘servant’.




  Mrs Boyle will make jelly and ice cream and many delicious fairy cakes and chocolate Rice Krispie buns and a huge chocolate birthday cake for her birthday. Hilary will only have a cream

  sponge and Toytown biscuits and lemonade and crisps. This thought comforts Colette. It is only through her supreme sense of superiority that she is able to process the enormous envy she has for all

  that Hilary has. She hates that her mother works four days a week and Mrs Boyle – who is quite strict for a servant – looks after her three days, and Mrs Kinsella minds her on

  Thursdays.




  How she longs to spend a summer in a caravan and play on the beach all day. How she longs to join the Secret Six Gang that Hilary and her sister and cousins are part of every summer in

  Bettystown. It sounds even more exciting than the Five Find-Outers stories that Mrs Boyle sometimes reads to her. Well she is going to start her own secret gang and Hilary is not going to be

  allowed to be part of it, Colette vows.




  The nettle stings in her heart are soothed somewhat at this promise to herself as she observes Hilary marching out of the kitchen with a cross look on her face. ‘We have to go and play

  outside and then we’re having our tea in the garden,’ she announces with a deep sigh.




  ‘My servant gives me a push on my swing before my picnic in my garden,’ Colette declares, eyeballing her best friend. ‘It’s a pity

  you don’t have a servant or a swing,’ she adds haughtily before sashaying out into Hilary’s back garden.




  ‘Get me twenty Player’s, and ten Carrolls for your ma and get yourself a few sweets.’ Gus Higgins hands Jonathan a pound note and pats him on the shoulder.

  ‘Don’t be long, now,’ says Gus. ‘I’m gaspin’ for a fag!’




  ‘OK, Mr Higgins,’ Jonathan says, looking forward to the Trigger Bar he’s going to buy as his treat. The fastest way to the shop is through the lane, halfway down his road, but

  he decides against it. The lane is a gathering place for some of the boys in his class to play marbles or football. It is no place for him. ‘Nancy boy’ and ‘poofter’ they

  call him, and while he does not know what ‘poofter’ means, he knows it’s a nasty and spiteful taunt. He takes the longer route, and crosses the small village green to

  Nolan’s Supermarket. ‘Hi, Jon,’ he hears Alice Walsh call, and smiles as his best friend catches up with him.




  ‘Guess what? My daddy gave me six empty shoeboxes from his shop so we can make a three-storey doll’s house with them. Can you come over tomorrow?’




  ‘Deadly.’ Jonathan feels a great buzz of excitement. ‘Mam has some material from curtains she is making for Mrs Doyle; we can use it for our windows. And we’ll make some

  ice-pop-stick chairs and tables. But I have to clean out the fire and set it and do some other jobs for Mam first and then I’ll come over. See ya.’




  ‘See ya!’ she echoes cheerfully before he opens the door to the shop and hears the bell give its distinctive ping. Mr Nolan is stacking shelves and he takes his time before serving

  Jonathan. ‘Don’t smoke all those at the one go,’ he says, giving him a wink as he hands over the change. All the big boys buy Woodbines after school. Jonathan tried smoking once

  and it made him sick and dizzy, so Mr Higgins’s and his mam’s cigarettes are quite safe.




  ‘Did you buy something for yourself?’ Mr Higgins asks when Jonathan hands his neighbour his change and the brown paper bag with the cigarettes in it.




  ‘I bought a bar,’ he says when Mr Higgins takes the Carrolls out of the bag and hands them to him.




  ‘Gude wee laddie. Nie here’s the cigarettes for your mother. It can’t be easy for her being a poor widda woman. I have three daughters of ma own to support but at least I bring

  home a good wage. Tell her it’s a wee gift.’ His neighbour is not from around Rosslara. He and his family moved into the house next door to Jonathan’s two years ago when Mrs Foley

  died and sometimes Jonathan finds it hard to understand him if he talks fast. He says ‘nie’ instead of ‘now’ and ‘wee’ instead of ‘small’. The first

  time Jonathan heard him say ‘wee’ he was shocked because he thought he was talking about wee wees. Until his mammy explained it to him, saying that people from different parts of the

  country had different accents.




  Jonathan’s mammy has to work very hard doing sewing and alterations, as well as working every morning in the doctor’s surgery answering the phone and making appointments for

  patients. Jonathan’s daddy died when he was three and his mammy has to pay a lot of bills and take care of him and his two older sisters.




  Mr Higgins says his mammy is a grand wee woman. He’s kind to her and buys her cigarettes, because she can’t afford them herself. Jonathan thinks this is a great thing to do and so he

  never minds running errands for his neighbour.




  ‘Tell your wee mammy, ma missus will be wanting her to make a communion dress for ma wee girlie. She’s away into town to get new shoes for them all and I’m having a grand bit

  of peace.’ Mr Higgins gives a little laugh and pulls the sitting-room curtains closed.




  ‘I’ll tell her, Mr Higgins,’ Jonathan says politely, wondering why his neighbour is opening the button at the top of his dirty blue faded jeans. Perhaps he’s going to lie

  on the sofa and have a nap, he thinks.




  ‘Before ye go, I want you to do me another wee favour. It’s just between you and me now. Our little secret. And there’ll be another packet of ciggies for your ma and a treat

  for yourself next week if ye do as I ask,’ Mr Higgins says. His breathing is raspy and his face is very red and Jonathan is suddenly apprehensive. Something isn’t right. Something has

  changed but he’s not sure what. And then it’s as though everything is happening in slow motion, even the very particles of dust that dance along a stray sunbeam that has slipped through

  a gap in the closed curtains, and even the pounding of his heart thudding against his ribcage, as Mr Higgins advances towards him.
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  CHAPTER ONE





  ‘See you tonight,’ Niall Hammond said, planting a kiss on his drowsy wife’s cheek.




  ‘What time is it?’ Hilary groaned, pulling the duvet over her shoulders and burying her head in the pillow.




  ‘6.35,’ he murmured and then he was gone, his footsteps fading on the stairs. She heard the sound of the alarm being turned off, heard the front door open, then close, and the sound

  of the car reversing out of the drive.




  Hilary yawned and stretched and her eyes closed. I’ll just snooze for ten minutes, she promised herself, before drifting back to sleep.




  ‘Mam, wake up, we’re going to be late for school.’ Hilary opened her eyes to see Sophie, her youngest daughter, standing beside the bed poking her in the ribs.




  ‘Oh crikey, what time is it?’ She struggled into a sitting position.




  ‘8.12,’ her daughter intoned solemnly, reading the digital clock.




  ‘Holy Divinity, why didn’t you call me earlier? Where’s Millie? Is she up?’ she asked, flinging back the duvet and scrambling out of bed.




  ‘She’s not up yet.’




  ‘Oh for God’s sake! Millie, Millie, get up.’ Hilary raced into her eldest daughter’s bedroom and hauled the duvet off her sleeping form.




  ‘Awww, Mam!’ Millie yelled indignantly, curling up like a little hedgehog, spiky hair sticking up from her head.




  ‘Get up, we’re late. Go and wash your face.’ Hilary was like a whirling dervish, pulling open the blinds, before racing into the shower, jamming a shower cap onto her head so

  her hair wouldn’t get wet. Ten minutes later, wrapped in a towel, she was slathering butter onto wholegrain bread slices onto which she laid cuts of breast from the remains of the chicken

  she’d cooked for the previous day’s dinner. An apple and a clementine in each lunch box and the school lunches were done. Hilary eyed the full wash-load in the machine and wished

  she’d got up twenty minutes earlier so she could have hung it out on the line seeing as Niall hadn’t bothered.




  She felt a flash of irritation at her husband. It wouldn’t dawn on him to hang out the clothes unless she had them in the wash basket on the kitchen table where he could see them.

  Sometimes she felt she was living with three children, she thought in exasperation. Typical that it was a fine day with a good breeze blowing and her clothes were stuck in the machine and

  would have to stay there until she got home.




  Millie was shovelling Shreddies into her mouth while Sophie calmly sprinkled raisins into her porridge. Sophie was dressed in her school uniform, blonde hair neatly plaited, and yet again Hilary

  marvelled at the dissimilarity of her children. Millie, hair unbrushed, tie askew, lost in a world of her own, oblivious to Hilary’s hassled demeanour. At least they’d had showers, and

  hair washed after swimming yesterday, she thought, taking a brush from the drawer to put manners on her oldest daughter’s tresses.




  Twenty minutes later Hilary watched the lollipop lady escort them across the road, and smiled as Sophie turned to give her a wave and a kiss. It was hard to believe she had two children of

  school-going age. Where had the years gone? she wondered as she crawled along in the school-run traffic.




  It shocked her sometimes that she was a wife and mother to two little girls and settled into the routine of family life that didn’t seem to vary much when the girls were at school. At

  least she’d spent a year au pairing in France after leaving school, and she’d spent six weeks on the Greek Islands with Colette O’Mahony, her oldest friend, having an absolute

  blast the following summer! That had been fun. Hilary grinned at the memory, turning onto the Malahide Road, and groaning at the traffic stuck on the Artane roundabout.




  Colette would never in a million years be stuck in school-run traffic, she thought ruefully. Colette had a nanny to bring Jasmine to school in London. No doubt her friend was sipping Earl Grey

  tea in bed, perusing the papers before going to have her nails manicured or going shopping in Knightsbridge. Their lives couldn’t be more different. But then, even from a very young age, they

  always had been.




  Colette, the only daughter of two successful barristers, had had a privileged, affluent childhood. Her parents fulfilling her every wish, but handing her over to the care of a succession of

  housekeepers, as they devoted themselves to careers and a hectic social life, before packing Colette off to a posh and extremely expensive boarding school.




  In contrast, Hilary’s mother Sally had been a stay-at-home mother, although she did work a few hours on Saturdays in the family lighting business. Hilary’s dad, Mick, owned a

  lighting store and electrical business and Hilary had worked there every summer holiday, either in the large showrooms, that stocked lights and lamps and shades of every description, or in the

  office working on invoices and orders and deliveries.




  Her parents, unlike Colette’s, were extremely family orientated. Hilary and her older sister Dee had grown up secure in the knowledge that they were much loved. Sally and Mick enjoyed

  their two girls and had bought a second-hand caravan so they could all spend weekends and holidays together. Hilary’s abiding memory of her childhood was of her mother making scrumptious

  picnics in the little caravan kitchen, and her dad lugging chairs and windbreaks and cooler bags down to the beach and setting up their ‘spot’. And then the games of rounders, or

  O’Grady Says, with their parents and aunts, uncles and cousins joining in, a whole tribe of Kinsellas, screeching and laughing. And then the sand-gritted picnic with tea out of flasks, or

  home-made lemonade, and more often than not, a gale whipping the sand outside their windbreak as clouds rolled in over the Irish Sea, the threat of rain somehow adding to the excitement. And when

  it did fall, all hands would gallop back up the bank to the caravans, and Mick would laugh and say, ‘That was a close one,’ when they’d make it inside before the heavens

  opened.




  Sally enjoyed the company of her girls and, when time and work permitted, they would head over to Thomas Street, and ramble around the Liberty Market, browsing the stalls, especially the

  jewellery ones, oohing and aahing over rings and bracelets. Kind-hearted as ever, Sally would fork out a few quid for a gift for Hilary and Dee. Their mother had steered them through the ups and

  downs of their teen years and had urged her daughters to spread their wings and see the world and follow their dreams. She had been fully behind Hilary’s decision to go to France after her

  Leaving Cert and be an au pair and become fluent in French.




  After her year of au pairing and her six weeks roaming the Greek Islands with Colette, Hilary had planned to do an arts degree with a view to teaching languages but Mick had suffered a heart

  attack the August before she was to start university, and she had felt it incumbent on her to put aside her own plans for her future, especially as she’d been abroad for more than a year,

  enjoying the freedom to be carefree and unfettered. She had stepped up to the plate to help her parents in their hour of need. Her older sister Dee was in the middle of a science degree and there

  was no question of her dropping out of university.




  Hilary was desperately disappointed at having to postpone her degree course; she had been so looking forward to going to university and enjoying the social side of life. Dee might study hard,

  but she partied hard too and lived on campus, free of all parental constraints.




  Hilary had been looking forward to moving out of the family home. Having spread her wings in France, she was keen to have the freedom to live her own life but her father’s illness put paid

  to that. She buried her regrets deep and put her shoulder to the wheel to keep the showrooms ticking over, while Bill O’Callaghan, Mick’s senior electrician, looked after that side of

  the business.




  Hilary had taken a bookkeeping and accounts course at night school soon after, and it was at a trad session one sweltering bank holiday weekend, in the college grounds, that she had met

  brown-eyed, bodhrán-playing Niall Hammond. She had tripped over someone’s handbag and tipped her Black Velvet Guinness drink down his back.




  He’d given a yelp of dismay and jumped to his feet and then started to laugh when he’d turned round and seen her standing, hand to her mouth in horror, her glass almost empty.




  ‘I . . . I’m terribly sorry,’ she stuttered; dabbing ineffectually at his shirt with a tissue, while his friends guffawed.




  ‘Don’t worry about it,’ he said easily. ‘I was getting too hot anyway.’ He pulled the soaking shirt over his head, exposing a tanned torso with just the right

  amount of dark chest hair to make her think: Sexy!




  Students were in various states of undress because of the sultry heat, so being shirtless wasn’t a big deal, she thought with relief, trying not to gaze at her victim’s impressive

  pecs while he wrung out his shirt and slung it over his shoulder.




  ‘You are such a clutterbuck, Hilary.’ Colette materialized behind her and gave a light-hearted giggle. She rolled her eyes heavenwards and held out her dainty hand to the

  hunk in front of them. ‘Hi, I’m Colette O’Mahony, and this’ – she made a little moue – ‘is Hilary Kinsella who has two left feet as you’ve just found

  out.’




  ‘Well, hi there, ladies. Niall Hammond is my moniker and I guess we should have a round of fresh drinks to get us back on track.’ He waved politely at a waitress and she nodded and

  headed in their direction. ‘Guinness for you, Hilary? Did you have anything in it?’




  ‘Um . . . it was a Black Velvet,’ Hilary managed, mortified, and raging with Colette for saying she had two left feet. Her friend could be so artless sometimes.




  ‘Brandy and ginger,’ Colette purred gaily, fluttering her eyelashes at him.




  Hilary saw Niall’s eyes widen slightly. Typical of Colette to go for an expensive short when someone else was paying.




  ‘Er . . . mine’s with cider, not champagne,’ she added hastily in case he thought they were way OTT.




  Niall winked at her and gave the order and added, ‘A pint of Harp for me, please. So, ladies, are you students here?’ he asked, smiling down at Colette. Hilary’s heart sank. It

  was always the way. Once men saw blonde, petite, dainty, effervescent Colette, she was forgotten about.




  ‘Hilary is. She’s doing a boring bookkeeping course; I’m just here for the craic! I’m studying Fine Arts in London. I’m home for the weekend.’




  ‘Interesting! Fine Arts. How did that come about?’ Niall leaned against a pillar, thumbs hooking into his jeans, and Hilary thought how typical of her luck to encounter a hunky guy

  when Colette was home from London on one of her rare jaunts across the Irish Sea. Since she had moved to London to live with her father’s widowed sister, her friend rarely came home, and

  wasn’t great at keeping in touch either. She was having a ball going to polo matches, and weekend parties in the country, and drinking in glamorous pubs in Kensington and Knightsbridge and

  shopping in Harvey Nicks and Harrods.




  ‘My parents wanted me to study law. They’re both barristers,’ Colette added, always keen to slip that bit of information into any conversation. ‘I couldn’t bear the

  idea,’ she trilled, throwing back her head so that her blonde hair fell in a tumbling mane over her shoulders, and giving a gay laugh. ‘My dad’s sister has a big flat in Holland

  Park, and her husband died and they have no children so I went to stay with her for a while and she knew someone in Dickon and Austen’s Fine Art and I worked there and did my degree and

  that’s where I’ve fetched up.’




  Fetched up, thought Hilary irritably. Colette was becoming more English than the English themselves.




  ‘And yourself?’ Niall’s heavy-lidded brown eyes were focused on Hilary. But there was a twinkle in them that she liked and she found herself responding with an answering

  smile.




  ‘I work in my dad’s lighting and electrical business—’




  ‘She’s a shop manager,’ interjected Colette brightly. ‘Oh look, here’s our drinks.’




  ‘Let me pay,’ Hilary urged. ‘After all I’ve ruined your shirt.’




  ‘Another time,’ Niall said firmly, taking his wallet out of the back pocket of his jeans and extracting a twenty.




  ‘And what do you do apart from playing the bodhrán fabulously?’ Colette arched a perfectly manicured, wing-tipped eyebrow at him, before taking a ladylike sip of her

  brandy and ginger.




  ‘I work in Aer Rianta International, in travel retail. And in my spare time I play gigs with these hoodlums.’ He indicated his three band buddies in the background.




  ‘Really? An interesting job, I’d say?’ Colette was impressed. ‘Do you travel much?’




  ‘I do indeed.’




  ‘I love to travel,’ Colette commented gaily.




  ‘What’s your band called?’ Hilary interjected, knowing that unless she steered her off track, Colette would launch into a description of her travels and Hilary would end up

  feeling like a real gooseberry. She was beginning to feel like one already!




  ‘We’re called Solas, which I’m sure you know is the Gaelic for “light”. Somewhat of a synchronicity, Hilary, wouldn’t you think? Both of us work with

  light!’




  ‘Umm.’ Hilary was caught mid-gulp of her Black Velvet and was afraid she had a creamy moustache. ‘I guess so.’




  ‘Well, I should get back and play another set, or Solas won’t get paid tonight. It was nice meeting you both.’




  ‘Are you playing anywhere else over the weekend?’ Colette asked casually.




  ‘We are. Are you into trad? I wouldn’t have thought that would be your scene,’ Niall remarked.




  ‘Oh I LOVE it,’ Colette fibbed. ‘I adore The Dubliners and . . . er . . . um . . . eh . . .The Clancy Brothers.’




  ‘And yourself, Hilary?’ Niall turned to look at her.




  ‘I like trad.’ She nodded. ‘I like the liveliness of it, the buzz of a good session.’




  ‘And who do you like?’ he probed.




  ‘I like The Bothy Band, Planxty, De Dannan, and The Chieftains are amazing.’ She shrugged.




  ‘A woman after my own heart. They’re all unbelievable musicians, aren’t they?’ he said enthusiastically.




  ‘The best,’ Hilary agreed.




  ‘So where are you playing tomorrow?’ Colette persisted, annoyed that she hadn’t thought of naming any of those bands, although she only vaguely knew of them. She was more into

  The Rolling Stones and The Eagles.




  ‘O’Donohue’s. Why, are you going to come?’




  ‘Well, who knows?’ Colette flashed her baby blues at him. ‘But if you don’t see me there you can always ring Dickon and Austen’s and catch me there. Thanks for the

  drink,’ she drawled before sauntering back to where they had been sitting.




  ‘Do you think they would take a collect call?’ Niall grinned and Hilary laughed.




  ‘Not sure about that.’




  ‘So will you both be coming to O’Donohue’s tomorrow night?’ he queried.




  ‘Not sure about that either. We’re doing a big stock take in the shop, and I have to be there. And it’s much easier to get it done after closing time.’




  ‘Sure, if I see you I see you,’ he said easily. ‘Enjoy the rest of the evening.’




  ‘You too and sorry about your shirt and thanks for the drink,’ she murmured, heart sinking when she saw him glance over to where Colette was now chatting animatedly to a tall bearded

  guy, looking like a dainty little doll beside him.




  ‘Another brandy and ginger coming up soon, I’d say,’ Niall said wryly, amusement causing his eyes to crinkle in a most attractive way.




  ‘What?’ She was caught off guard.




  ‘Your little friend has expensive tastes.’




  ‘Er . . . she doesn’t like beer, or Guinness,’ Hilary said loyally, taken aback by his directness.




  ‘She’s lucky to have you for a friend; you have a very steadfast quality, Hilary. Would you come out for a drink with me sometime, when your stock taking is over?’




  ‘Me! . . . Oh! . . . I thought it would be Colette you would ask out if you were asking either of us,’ Hilary blurted.




  ‘Did you now? Well, ladies who pour their Black Velvets all over me to get my attention are much more interesting than flirty brandy and ginger drinkers.’




  ‘I didn’t pour my drink over you to get your attention. It was an accident. I tripped!’ Hilary protested indignantly.




  ‘Well, it worked, didn’t it? I’m asking you out for a drink,’ he pointed out.




  ‘Is that right?’ Hilary said hotly. ‘How very arrogant that you would think I’d want to go for a drink with you. I’m not that desperate to get a

  man that I’d waste a Black Velvet on him.’




  Niall guffawed. ‘Sorry, Hilary, I couldn’t resist it. Just wanted to see if you’d rise to the bait. I was only teasing, honest. I know you tripped. Come on, give me your number

  and let me make amends,’ he smiled.




  ‘You’ll get me at Kinsella Illuminations, Kirwan’s Industrial Estate; it’s in the phone book. Don’t call collect,’ Hilary retorted, but she was smiling as she

  made her way back to the table.




  Colette and Beardy were at the bar, Colette making sure she was posed just where Niall could see her as he rapped out a toe-tapping tattoo on his bodhrán. She could pose all she liked,

  Hilary smiled to herself. For once in her life, her friend had come in second. Niall Hammond had asked Hilary out for a drink, and out for a drink she would go.




  ‘He asked you out?’ Colette couldn’t believe her ears later that night as they tucked into a kebab on the way home. Colette was staying the night at Hilary’s,

  before heading back to her parents’ detached, palatial pad in Sutton the following morning.




  ‘Yeah, I told him we were stock taking tomorrow and I wouldn’t be in O’Donohue’s, so he’s asked me out. He’s going to ring me.’ Hilary licked the creamy

  sauce off her fingers and took a slug of Coke to wash it down.




  ‘Ah ha! It will be interesting to see if he rings. You know what they’re like,’ Colette said dismissively. ‘How many times have you sat waiting for a phone call

  from some bloke? Don’t hold your breath, now,’ she advised, nibbling neatly on a portion of their shared kebab. She never dribbled sauce or got it on her fingers. Hilary would have had

  no problem polishing off a whole kebab and she was always irritated that Colette would refuse to have one, and then tuck into hers.




  ‘You make it sound as though I’m permanently sitting by the phone waiting for a fella to ring,’ Hilary said crossly, coming down from her high. Perhaps Colette was right: Niall

  might not bother to ring her. She had waited on a few occasions for a guy to ring after he had taken her number, and had waited in vain. Colette rarely had such problems. Men were drawn to her like

  bees to honey. And just this once, Hilary had thought she might be the one to get the boy! Now she was beginning to have serious doubts.




  ‘I’m just not wanting you to get hurt, that’s all,’ Colette said kindly. ‘Men can be the pits. Remember what I went through with Rod Killeen?’ Her pretty face

  darkened into a thunderous scowl at the memory of the rat Killeen who had dumped her for a tubby little tart with a raucous laugh and a penchant for sci-fi that Rod was into as well. ‘That

  guy broke my heart in smithereens,’ Colette reminded Hilary. ‘Used and abused me! And behind my back was having it off with lardy Lynda. Little fat slut!’




  Hilary sighed as Colette went into her usual rant about her ex-boyfriend. Colette had fallen hard for the good-looking, laid-back rugby player who was in his fourth year of medical school.

  Hilary had been dragged to rugby matches, in howling gales and on rain-spattered afternoons, for the duration of the short-lived romance. Rod had initially been very taken with his ‘little

  blonde bombshell’ as he’d nicknamed a delighted Colette and they had enjoyed a lusty couple of months in the early stages of their romance. But Colette’s demanding ways had proved

  too much for the muscular medic and he had wilted under her need for constant emotional reassurance, and the tantrums and traumas that ensued when he had had to knuckle down to study for his exams.

  Rod had taken comfort in the arms of a cuddly, good-humoured student nurse from Cavan who couldn’t have been more different from Colette in personality and appearance. The fact that Lynda was

  a stone overweight seemed to incense Colette more than anything. How could Rod find that fatso more attractive than her? she raged to Hilary, completely oblivious to the fact that because

  Hilary herself carried a few extra pounds she too could be considered a fatso, in Colette’s eyes.




  Personally Hilary could see why Rod would like Lynda’s curves, as well as the rest of her. Hilary had bumped into them one night in O’Donohue’s after Colette had taken flight

  to London, and Rod had introduced her to Lynda. She was a down to earth, warm, friendly type with sparkling green eyes, and a mop of auburn curls that cascaded onto smooth creamy shoulders, and a

  full and ripe bosom, and was far from the ‘carrot-haired, fat bogger’ Colette had so disparagingly described. Natural and voluptuous, Lynda certainly did not share Colette’s

  clothes hanger sophistication.




  Rod’s rejection of Colette had been too devastating to bear and, when her mother had suggested that she go to London to get over her broken heart, Colette had agreed.




  An angry honking of a car’s horn at the Artane roundabout brought Hilary back to earth and real life. Thank God it wasn’t directed at her, she thought guiltily. She had been driving

  on auto pilot, her thoughts way back, what was it, ten or more years since the days of their giddy early twenties? And now both of them were married, she to Niall who had indeed phoned her to

  arrange a date, and Colette to Des, a London-based financier whom she had married in a fairy-tale wedding in Rome.




  Both of them married, both of them mothers, she to Sophie and Millie, Colette to Jasmine. And both of them with very, very different lives, Hilary reflected as she stop-started her way to work.

  Colette was such a complex character, it was a wonder their friendship had lasted as long as it had. She was one of the most competitive people Hilary knew. She had to be the centre of

  attention. Had to have a bigger car, better job, sexier boyfriend than any of their circle of friends. But Hilary knew that behind the confident, smug, superior façade lay a young woman who

  was plagued by insecurity. Hilary was one of the few who knew the real Colette. The Colette who was generous to a fault, the Colette who would cry buckets because of a broken heart, the Colette who

  had longed to be ‘ordinary’, just like Hilary and her sister Dee, and have a mother who was waiting at home when she came in from school, who would be interested in hearing about her

  day, and who would have a yummy dinner waiting for her. Even though her friend could drive her mad with her selfish, thoughtless behaviour, Hilary could never stay annoyed with her for long,

  because she was a big softie and she knew Colette’s vulnerabilities and she knew that Colette thought of her as the sister she’d never had.




  Colette wouldn’t be stuck in traffic, doing the school run and the bumper-to-bumper commute to work though. Hilary couldn’t help the pang of envy, knowing that her friend had a nanny

  and housekeeper in her luxurious London flat. She wouldn’t come home to breakfast dishes on the draining board and a hastily swept kitchen, or a mountain of clothes in the linen basket that

  had to be washed, ironed and put away, like Hilary would. Their lives had always been dissimilar, even when they were little girls, but their friendship, imperfect as it was, had lasted this long.

  That in itself was an achievement, Hilary thought, amused, remembering some of their humdinger rows as she swung into the car park of Kinsella Illuminations, the showrooms of the family’s

  lighting and electrical business.




  





  CHAPTER TWO





  Colette O’Mahony stretched luxuriously between her Frette Egyptian cotton sheets and watched the sun dapple the apple-green leaves of the trees that lined the street on

  which her white-painted, stucco-pillared Holland Park mansion of luxurious flats stood.




  She was tired and a hint of a headache lingered around her temples. She was sorry now that she’d told her husband that she’d accompany him on a business trip to Dublin. They were

  booked to fly from Heathrow later that evening, after meeting a Japanese client for afternoon tea in Cliveden House, and the thought of traipsing around that grey, grim tunnel they had the nerve to

  call an airport terminal made her head ache even more. What was it about Heathrow that always left you feeling wilted, hot and sweaty, no matter what terminal you went to? She’d stay in bed

  for another twenty minutes and then pack. Colette yawned and turned over, snuggling into the pillows, dimly aware of the sound of the vacuum down the hall. At least she didn’t have

  to get up and set the flat to rights. That would have been the pits, she thought groggily.




  They had hosted a dinner party the previous evening for some of her husband’s Wall Street colleagues who were in London for myriad meetings with their UK counterparts, and while it had all

  gone very well – as all of her dinner parties did, thanks primarily to her housekeeper, Mrs Zielinski, her caterers, and, of course, her own organizational skills – it was still

  wearing. Des always amped up the psychological pressure in the days coming up to an impress-the-hell-out-of-the-colleagues dinner party.




  ‘Have you scheduled the mini-maids and the window cleaners? Have you ordered the lobsters? Should we have venison instead of steak? Have you ordered the flowers? How about orchids only?

  Are you using the Crown Derby and the Lalique?’




  ‘Yes, yes, yes and yes, Lalique for the champagne, pre-dinner drinks, Waterford crystal for the meal and the brandy. STOP WORRYING, for God’s sake!’ she had exclaimed in

  exasperation.




  ‘This is important, Colette. There’s a big promotion coming up, and it’s between me and Jerry Olsen and you know how competitive he is. He’s taking them to Gordon

  Ramsay’s but I want to entertain at home, so they can see the whole package. Let them see class! And talk to them about your work in Dickon and Austen’s. Tell them about our pieces.

  Impress the hell out of them – some of them wouldn’t know a Monet from a Manet.’




  Neither did you until I got my hands on you, Colette thought sourly.




  Des paced up and down, agitatedly firing off instructions.




  The trouble with her husband, Colette had realized shortly after meeting him, was that he was nouveau riche and it showed. He had made his impressive wealth in a relatively short but successful

  banking career, accumulating a substantial portfolio of stocks, shares and properties. Image to Des was everything! And she, always impeccably coiffed, groomed and dressed, was his greatest asset.

  He knew it and she knew it, Colette reflected. It was her finesse, her nous and her taste that kept them on the straight and narrow of the perilous path of who was ‘in’ and who was

  ‘out’ in the society circles they mixed in.




  Des Williams had come from an affluent, solid, middle-class background in the north-east of England. His father was a dentist; his mother ran a travel agency. They had two foreign holidays a

  year and a summer house in Cornwall. But Des, an only child, had wanted to escape his boring, insular life and his boring, insular girlfriend. The bright lights of London beckoned and as soon as he

  had finished his finance degree at Manchester University he had moved south and, now, rarely went home.




  Ambitious, competitive, acquisitive, he had worked tirelessly to climb the career and social ladders. He had lost his northern twang, he dressed in sharp designer suits, he ate in expensive

  restaurants and he mixed in seriously wealthy circles.




  By the time, Colette had met him at the debut launch of an up-and-coming abstract artist called Devone, Des was very much the sophisticated, successful, well-heeled young financier. He had been

  more than impressed by her confident discourse on Devone’s striking colourful brushwork, which to his eyes looked like something a five-year-old in a crèche might paint for playtime.

  And he’d been more than taken with her petite, trim figure, which had looked extremely fetching in the pale pink Chanel shift dress she was wearing.




  Colette, still suffering from the devastation of Rod’s rejection of her, was very taken with the good-looking, blue-eyed, tawny-haired man who had made a beeline for her. She was even more

  impressed when he had suggested they go for a drink afterwards, and had driven her in his top-of-the-range, sporty Merc to a pub on the banks of the Thames where they had quaffed champagne in long

  elegant flutes, raspberries floating on top of the sparkling bubbles. When Des brought her home to her aunt’s ground-floor-over-basement Holland Park flat, he had given a low whistle as he

  pulled up outside. ‘Nice pad.’




  ‘It needs a complete revamp. Since my uncle died ten years ago it’s gone downhill. My aunt has no enthusiasm for anything now. She’s a bit of a recluse. I’d love to get

  my hands on it and get the builders and decorators in to update it. My big fear is that she will leave it to a dog charity or something,’ Colette confessed.




  ‘Are you serious? How horrendous would that be?’ Des frowned. ‘Is there a mortgage on it?’




  ‘No. It was her husband’s family home, bought yonks ago, and it was signed over to him before his mother died.’




  ‘Very valuable now. Worth a mill or two. In a prime location, so close to Kensington. You should work hard on your aunt to make sure it goes to the right person. You know what I’m

  saying?’




  ‘I do,’ Colette agreed, liking his frankness and the fact that his thoughts mirrored hers.




  ‘Maybe I could take you and your aunt down to the river for Pimm’s and a picnic some day? Might she enjoy that?’ Des suggested casually.




  ‘She might,’ Colette shrugged. ‘And then again she might not. Thanks for a lovely evening.’ She blew him a kiss and was out of the car before he realized her

  intention.




  ‘I’ll call you, what’s your number?’ he asked, looking somewhat startled at her abrupt departure. He took out a business card and loosened the top of his fountain pen.

  She looked at him, with the evening breeze ruffling his hair as he leaned back in the leather seat of his sports car, pen poised.




  ‘Ring me at Dickon and Austen’s. Byeee!’ And then she was clattering up the marble steps, keys jangling in her hand. ‘I’m not that easy, Desmond Williams,’

  she murmured as she closed the heavy red door behind her.




  She had kept him at arm’s length, meeting him when it suited her, dating other men in between, letting him know that he wasn’t the only one. No one was going to break her heart ever

  again. She was always going to be in charge of any relationship she was in and that was that.




  Later that year, at the end of the summer, Colette had gone home for a long weekend to celebrate her mother’s birthday, starting with a lavish barbecue at their house on the beach in

  Sutton. The O’Mahonys had invited the Kinsella family, and Colette was looking forward to catching up with Hilary and telling her all the news about her exciting new life in London.




  Poor Hilary, she lived such a boring life in comparison with her own, Colette had reflected as the plane made its descent over the Irish Sea, with the Sugar Loaf etched against a clear blue sky

  and Dun Laoghaire and Dublin Port to her left, and the ferries gliding across a silver-sparkled sea beneath. Hilary and her humdrum existence in her father’s business, running that lighting

  shop, and still living at home, while she was swanning around cosmopolitan London, meeting all kinds of interesting people in the course of her work in Dickon and Austen’s, and having a

  terrific social life to boot. Far better than trad sessions, and evening classes, for sure. But Hilary wasn’t like her. Hilary was easy-going, content to let life take her where it would.

  Colette on the other hand had always wanted to make something of herself. To be a mover and shaker. To show her parents that she too could be a force to be reckoned with in her field.




  Colette knew that her parents had wanted her to study law and follow them into the legal profession. It had been their plan for her all along but she had rebelled. She had no intention of

  studying dry as snuff law tomes and arguing the toss about some legal point or other over interminable dinner parties such as she’d had to endure at home with her parents’ legal friends

  and colleagues.




  Francis O’Mahony had been horrified when Colette’s mother Jacqueline had suggested their daughter go and stay with his sister Beatrice in London to get over a failed romance.

  ‘That girl needs to knuckle down; she’s been gallivanting around Europe, partying like the end of the world was coming and spending money like it was going out of fashion,’ he

  grumbled. ‘We all agreed that she was going to study law after her travels. It’s time for her to grow up and get serious,’ Francis had decreed at his most thunderously impressive.

  To no avail.




  Colette had taken off to London and enrolled in a fine arts college. Her father was somewhat mollified by her choice of career. It wasn’t a common or garden career. Nothing worse than to

  have to say to his peers, many of whom had children studying law, that his daughter hadn’t started university yet, or was only taking an arts degree. Every Tom, Dick and Harry had an arts

  degree. He had wanted more for Colette. Legal preferably but a career in the medical or financial fields would have sufficed. Fine arts would just about cut it. It was classy if nothing else.




  Jacqueline was rather pleased. She knew in her heart of hearts that her daughter, although she had brains, was not cut out for a legal career. She would have spent her time flirting with the

  judges, she’d thought wryly, when Colette had sashayed into the Law Courts to meet her for lunch one day and had ended up with a flock of young legal eagles around her, much taken with her

  charms and the fact that she was Francis and Jacqueline O’Mahony’s – the hot power couple everyone wanted on their legal team – daughter. The difference between Colette and

  her mother was that Jacqueline had had to fight to get to where she was in life. She had worked with her best friend Sally, Hilary’s mother, in the local supermarket during their school

  holidays, and when she’d gone to university she’d worked as a hotel chambermaid to pay her way through her law degree because her father hadn’t been able to afford the fees.

  Jacqueline had clawed her way up the ladder of success rung by rung. Colette had cruised through life never wanting for anything because her parents had been hungry to succeed and had indeed

  succeeded beyond their aspirations. Both of them had ended up raking in massive fees. Their sense of entitlement grew, as did Colette’s, and the hoi polloi were now a different race.




  When Colette had flown home for Jacqueline’s birthday celebrations she knew that the first barbecue was for those very hoi polloi who peopled their life. The grandparents and aunts and

  uncles and cousins who had grown up in Artane. The Kinsellas had been Jacqueline’s neighbours when she lived at home, and Hilary and Dee, who had been Colette’s childhood friends, were

  coming.




  Colette knew this was the ‘duty’ party. The one that was expected by family. But the more lavish one, the ‘real’ party where serious money would be spent and champagne

  would be the drink of choice, would be for their neighbours in Sutton, their golfing and bridge friends and their colleagues.




  Colette had been looking forward to showing off, especially at the first party. She had a fabulous Dolce & Gabbana dress that screamed money, courtesy of her parents’ more than

  generous allowance. She had told Hilary, who to Colette’s complete astonishment had still been dating Niall Hammond, to bring him to the party. Colette couldn’t quite see what Niall saw

  in Hilary. Hilary was just Hilary, dependable, loyal, unexcitingly normal. She had been more than miffed to hear that he had indeed phoned her friend and had passed on the chance to date

  her when she had last been home. Colette had been somewhat disconcerted to see the intimacy and frisson between her oldest friend and the hunky Niall. ‘Are you sleeping with

  him?’ she’d asked when Niall had gone to the marquee to get more drinks for them.




  ‘Of course I am. I’m practically living in his flat,’ Hilary laughed. She was glowing, she’d dropped weight, her hazel eyes were sparkling, and the new layered hairstyle

  suited her chestnut locks. Colette couldn’t help the surge of envy that washed over her.




  ‘Have you met the parents?’




  ‘I have.’ Hilary grinned. ‘I was invited to Sunday lunch, the first time, and I was rattling, especially when Niall told me his mother only brought out the good china, and the

  Irish-lace tablecloth, for very special occasions. I was petrified I’d drop gravy on it or something. But they were lovely and made me feel at home and I relaxed and we actually had a good

  laugh. Now we get on very well. His dad has the same easy-going way as Niall and his mum spoils him rotten. Niall can do no wrong in her eyes and I was worried Margaret might see me as a rival

  – you know the way some mothers-in-law are? But she’s very easy to get on with, thank goodness, although Niall’s sister’s a bit prickly.’ Hilary grimaced.




  ‘Older or younger?’ Colette probed.




  ‘Sue’s at least ten years older. I’ve only met her a couple of times, she doesn’t visit her parents that often. She’s very career orientated and very superior. A

  bit up her own ass actually. Thinks she’s an “intellectual”. Looks down her nose at Niall’s music and wouldn’t be “seen dead” at a trad session. We

  won’t be bosom buddies, for sure,’ Hilary observed ruefully.




  ‘So it’s serious? Is this what you’re telling me?’ Colette was taken aback at the speed of Hilary and Niall’s romance.




  ‘Yep!’ Hilary grinned. ‘We’re going to look at houses after Christmas!’




  That news had put a dampener on her visit home. It was unthinkable that Hilary would be married before she was. Colette had gone back to London with a mission. It was time to reel Des in.




  





  CHAPTER THREE





  ‘Now, son, are you sure you’re eating properly?’ Nancy Harpur asked anxiously, wishing she could get her hands on her only son to give him a decent

  feed.




  ‘Mam, honest, I am,’ fibbed Jonathan, averting his eyes from the biscuit jar, the bread bin with the crusty baguettes and Maltana, and knowing that his small freezer compartment

  contained a packet of processed chicken Kievs, while his fridge had a chunk of mouldy cheese, a black carrot, two splits of champagne and a bottle of Chardonnay.




  ‘What are you having for dinner today?’ Nancy demanded quick as a flash.




  ‘Chicken and veg,’ he riposted. ‘Lovely buttered carrots just like you make them.’




  ‘Good boy!’ she approved, appeased. ‘So how is work going?’




  ‘It’s OK. Busy.’ He nibbled on a bread stick, having no intention of telling his mother that he hated his job in the Civil Service and that his boss was a homophobic bully and

  he felt sick to his stomach going in to work every day. His mother didn’t need to know any of that. ‘I’ve got another interior design commission,’ he said, changing

  the subject. ‘And I’ll be needing curtains made up. Gorgeous gold brocade. I’ll bring the material down as soon as I’ve bought it.’




  ‘Grand, I’ll clear the decks so. I’ve been busy this last week with the sewing,’ Nancy said briskly, delighted with his news.




  ‘And I’m doing a lighting design course tomorrow, so I’m looking forward to that.’




  ‘I’m delighted you’re doing so well for yourself in Dublin. So pleased, Jon, you deserve it. You’re a great lad,’ Nancy praised, and Jonathan smiled. His mother was

  his greatest champion, always had been, and always would be. He adored her.




  ‘How about we plan a weekend for you to come up soon and I’ll bring you shopping, and to the theatre, and we’ll have dinner somewhere posh?’




  ‘Ooohhh lovely!’ Nancy enthused. Going to spend a weekend with Jonathan was always fun from start to finish and it was a treat to spend time in the capital and go shopping in fancy

  Grafton Street, although Roches Stores on Henry Street was her favourite department store of all.




  ‘Perfect. We’ll plan it when I bring the curtain material down. Love ya, Mam.’




  ‘I love you too, son,’ Nancy returned and Jonathan smiled as he hung up the phone. He would take Nancy to BT and buy her a new outfit, although she would protest as she always did

  and say Clerys or Roches Stores would suit her just as well. He would bring her to those stores too. She particularly enjoyed shopping in the basement section of Roches, which had everything from

  china to bed linen, and other household goods and knick-knacks. On her last shopping spree there both of them had bought a set of little forks in a round wooden barrel to eat cobs of buttered

  sweetcorn with. ‘Ever so posh,’ Nancy had enthused, debating whether to buy fish knives as well. ‘I don’t be giving swanky dinner parties like you do.’




  ‘Why don’t you cook a dinner for some of your quilting friends? If everyone hosted a dinner every so often, it would be something for you all to look forward to,’ Jonathan

  suggested, tossing the knives into the shopping basket.




  ‘Aren’t we all fed up cooking? That’s why we go out for a meal,’ Nancy retorted, putting the knives back on the shelf.




  ‘Mother, you’re absolutely right!’ Jonathan agreed. ‘Let’s go to the Shelbourne for afternoon tea, and we can go to the pictures and have dinner afterwards in The

  Commons or the Troc, and spot the celebs and theatre folk and discuss what they’re wearing. I love it when you pick holes in their crooked seams and hanging hems.’ He grinned.




  ‘Well honestly, Jonathan, some of those designers should be ashamed of the finishes on their clothes. Clothes that cost a fortune, I might add,’ Nancy declared. ‘I’d be

  embarrassed to send someone off wearing a dress or jacket with threads hanging and seams and necklines and armholes puckered. Some of those designers are right chancers, I can tell you, looking

  down their noses at us when they go to London and get too big for their boots. Remember one of those snooty ones, in the sixties, who designed for the jet set, and she was passing off the lace

  crochet as her own. And I happen to know the lady who made some of those pieces. Beautiful intricate work and she never got the recognition for it,’ Nancy said indignantly. ‘When you

  make it big with your interior design don’t forget where you came from,’ she added, wagging her finger good-humouredly.




  ‘I won’t, Mam,’ he had said, fondly enveloping her in a bear hug right in the middle of Roches Stores basement.




  Jonathan sighed as he filled the kettle. His mother had such faith in him. She had always encouraged his love of decorating as a child and let him wield the paintbrush, at first in their small

  back yard when there was more whitewash on him than on the walls. But as he’d grown older she’d taught him how to wallpaper and paint, and how to sew on her trusty Singer sewing

  machine. He had a flair for colour, and knew instinctively how a couple of bright cushions here, or a lampshade there, would lift a room and coordinate the colours on the walls and curtains. One of

  the best presents he had ever got was a subscription she had bought for him for Interiors & Design and he had devoured each edition, cutting out pictures and articles that particularly

  inspired him. He had folders, kept meticulously, divided and subdivided into furniture, fixtures and fittings, materials, colour schemes, and miscellaneous. They were his pride and joy. His best

  friend Alice shared his passion and they had spent many happy hours when they were children building doll’s houses from the shoeboxes from her father’s shop and decorating them to their

  hearts’ content. Nancy loved to watch the pair of them sitting in front of the fire in the kitchen on a wintry afternoon, chattering away as they designed delightful little houses, while she

  worked on her sewing machine, doing alterations or making curtains to bring in an extra couple of pounds.




  Jonathan made himself a mug of tea and found a stale chocolate gold-grain biscuit and curled up on the bright green bean bag in the bay window of his ground-floor bedsit. He had had a ghastly

  day and the wraith-like tentacles of depression that he fought hard to keep at bay were tightening their grip on him. Normally he would have tasty food in his fridge. Smoked salmon, organic

  beetroot, feta cheese, a delicious hummus that he had whipped up himself, but it was a sure sign that depression was getting the better of him when he let the contents of his fridge go and lost

  interest in eating. He really should go and see his counsellor and therapist. It had been a couple of months since his last visit and Hannah Harrison would chide him gently for letting it go so

  long.




  At least though he would be able to tell her that he had taken a stand against his boss Gerard Hook and his rampant homophobia. Gerard, a red-faced, fat-bellied, blustering bully, had made his

  life a misery since Jonathan had been transferred to the Finance Department. Gerard was in charge of his section and the first time he’d seen Jonathan he’d looked him up and down,

  noting Jonathan’s red Paisley scarf wrapped cravat-like around his neck, and his highly polished winkle-pickers, and sneered, ‘Quite the fashion plate, aren’t you? Let’s

  hope you’re as good at preparing invoices as you are at fancy dressing.’




  He was an odious man, and never lost a chance to make homophobic remarks in general office conversation. Jonathan had grown up with homophobia, but he’d hoped when he had moved to Dublin

  to work that things would be easier. And they were, in many ways. In fact it had been a life-changing liberation for him to meet so many lads just like him, who had endured the same miseries that

  he had growing up. It had been as though a burden had lifted from his shoulders. He was not alone, he was not a freak, there were others like him, and life could be a lot of fun.




  He had found a spacious bedsit in a big old red-brick semi in Drumcondra that overlooked a small park and was only ten minutes from the city centre and his workplace. The landlord had told him

  he could decorate it as he wished, and he had painted the walls a buttery cream, and the skirting boards and architraves a rich burgundy. He’d made new chintz covers for the shabby old

  two-seater sofa, bought a new mattress for the single bed and dressed it in a cream candlewick bedspread and burgundy and green scatter cushions, and placed lamps around the room so that he would

  never have to use the stark centre light that gave the room such a cold glow. His landlord had been so impressed he had asked him to decorate the front bedsit upstairs, and had beefed up the rent

  for the new tenant, a young teacher called Orla, to cover the costs.




  Orla was from Cork and as mad as a brush, and she and Jonathan hit it off from the start; and when he was not socializing in the George or the Front Lounge, they often went to the pictures, or

  ordered in a Chinese or Indian meal and drank copious amounts of red wine and discussed the current men in their lives.




  Jonathan grinned, hearing his friend moving around upstairs as she prepared her evening meal. She was in foul humour and was keeping to herself. Orla had been dumped by a Garda she had dated for

  two months, prior to moving in to her new bedsit, and she was still furious. ‘How dare that thick culchie from Kerry dump me before I had a chance to dump him! I’ll show that chancer

  what he’s missing. You’re coming to Copper Face Jacks with me, minus the winkle-pickers and scarves. I’ll dress you as butch as can be, because you’re quite handsome, Jonny

  boy, and you’ve to be all over me. An Oscar-winning performance, OK?’ She arched an eyebrow at him, daring him to argue.




  ‘Have I any choice?’ he retorted, entertained at the notion that he could make a straight, six foot Kerry man jealous.




  ‘No! You can wear jeans, and a T-shirt and jacket and a normal type of leather belt, not one of those ones with the big buckles, and get your hair cut in a buzz cut.’




  ‘Aahhh, that’s going a bit far now, Orla,’ he protested. He liked his casually tossed blond shaggy look.




  ‘OK then, but let me blow-dry it and part it at the side.’




  ‘Orlaaaaaaaaaa! A side parting, noooooooooo!’




  ‘You can’t look gay,’ she protested.




  ‘But I am gay!’ he pointed out.




  ‘I need you to be a manly man, just for one night,’ she’d pouted. ‘Pleaseeeeee.’




  ‘Do with me what you will!’ Jonathan had said resignedly and laughed when his friend flung her arms around him.




  They had planned to hit the nightclub that weekend but fortunately for him Orla’s period had arrived unexpectedly early and she was flattened with a migraine and, big no-no, her chin had

  erupted with three large spots. Not a good look to make an ex jealous, she’d informed Jonathan glumly before trudging upstairs to get something to eat, and take to the bed.




  He might take to the bed himself, Jonathan yawned. He needed to get in the right frame of mind for his course tomorrow. Today had been a tough day at work, and he still felt shaky after a run-in

  with Gerard, but at least he’d stood up for himself and let his obnoxious boss know that he was no longer prepared to be bullied.




  He took the small notebook out of his pocket and flipped open the cover. Beneath the date and time that he had written in neatly were the words: My grade 4, Gerard Hook, called me a

  shirt-lifter in public in the staff canteen, while I was on my tea break. My colleague Gwen Reilly was a witness and is prepared to verify my complaint.




  Jonathan reread the sentences. He would make a stand if he had to, but hopefully, Hook would tone it down now that he was aware that Jonathan wasn’t prepared to take his odious guff any

  more.




  It didn’t get any easier. He’d had to stand his ground many times at school, and as a teenager and young adult, but today marked another turning point on his journey. Gwen had been

  laughing uproariously at one of his witticisms when he’d heard Gerard say in his raspy growl, ‘Hey, you!’




  Jonathan felt his stomach tie itself in knots but he ignored the other man, who had never used his first name since he’d started in the office.




  ‘You! I’m talking to you,’ Gerard said irately.




  ‘I think he’s talking to you, Jon,’ Gwen murmured.




  ‘I’m not answering to “you”. I have a name!’ Jonathan kept his back resolutely to his boss who was sitting at the table behind him.




  The next minute Gerard was standing beside them.




  ‘You lot are here more than fifteen minutes. Get back to your desks. What do you mean by ignoring me when I’m speaking to you?’




  ‘Oh!’ said Jonathan politely. ‘I didn’t hear my name being called. What can I do for you, Mr Hook?’




  ‘Don’t get smart with me, you little shirt-lifter.’ Gerard was so incensed he was almost spitting.




  The hum of chatter at their table had ceased and all eyes were on Jonathan. A strange calm descended on him and he took a small notebook he carried out of his pocket. Very slowly and

  deliberately he opened it to a blank page, looked at his watch, wrote down the time and date and began to write.




  ‘What are you writing in that?’ Gerard blustered, realizing he had overstepped the mark.




  ‘I am writing down the time and date, and your gratuitous insult, Mr Hook, and if you persist in your bullying and disrespectful behaviour, I will be reporting you to the

  Personnel Department and may take the matter to my solicitor.’ He stood up and with his head held high left the canteen and made for the men’s loos. Once behind the relative privacy of

  a cubicle door he let the hot tears flow silently and tried hard to smother his sobs so that no one would know that he was crying. Many times he had cried silent tears; he would cry many more, he

  suspected. But he would never allow himself to be abused and bullied again. Thanks to his counsellor Hannah, he was working through the trauma of his childhood sexual abuse at the hands of his

  neighbour all those years ago.




  He would make an appointment to see her soon and speak to her of today’s events. It would be interesting to see if this bully would continue his bullying, Jonathan mused as he moseyed into

  the small kitchenette and took the bottle of Chardonnay from the fridge. Gerard Hook was a typical playground bully. Jonathan had fought them many times before, often coming home with a black eye

  or a bloodied nose, much to his mother’s dismay. Although she never brought up the subject, Jonathan knew that his mother knew and accepted that he was gay. It was a comfort to him that the

  subject had never come up for discussion. It was no big deal, as it should not be. He was Jonathan, her son, and that was all that mattered. He wondered would the day ever come when he would be

  accepted in society for who he was as a person, irrespective of his sexuality.




  He poured himself a glass of wine and took a big notebook from his work shelf. He flicked through his notes on colour temperature and colour rendering and how important they were for commercial

  lighting. Office lighting was generally low-energy fluorescent in cool white. He hated the white strip lights in the office with a vengeance, with their irritating hum and constant flicker. He was

  more interested in domestic lighting, and especially how lamps, uplighters and downlighters could create a warm and cosy ambience. He always felt he’d achieved something when he persuaded his

  growing list of clients to change from harsh central lighting to diffused glows around the room. If only he could make a career out of his interior design business. It was his dearest wish and his

  greatest goal. That and resigning from his permanent and pensionable job and telling Gerard Hook he could get stuffed!




  





  CHAPTER FOUR





  Hilary stood outside the city centre hotel suite where the lighting design course was being held, rooting frantically in her bag for her registration document. She was sure she

  had put it in with a shopping list and two bills she had written cheques for that needed posting.




  The door to the small foyer burst open and a tall, lanky man with a mop of blond hair flopping into his eyes, and carrying a large pink folder under his arm and wearing the pointiest shoes she

  had ever seen, hurried towards her, panting. Hilary paused from her rooting and grinned in spite of herself. Someone else late too, she thought with relief, glad she wouldn’t have to slink in

  bashfully alone.




  ‘Hi, is this where the lighting design course is? Are you doing it too?’ He sounded breathless but he managed a smile.




  ‘Yes, if I can find my registration letter.’ Hilary resumed her rooting.




  ‘You remind me of my sister, she carries a sack too,’ he said, eyeing her large tote bag. ‘We’ll go in together, it’s probably started. It’s a quarter to ten

  and it was starting at 9.30 sharp! As it said in the letter. I’m Jonathan. Jonathan Harpur.’




  ‘Oh! I’m Hilary Hammond’ she responded, thoroughly irritated with herself and wondering if in fact she’d put the letter and bills in the dashboard of her car which was

  parked a good ten minutes’ walk away.




  ‘Right, deep breath then,’ the man said, inhaling loudly before wincing.




  ‘What’s wrong?’ Hilary asked.




  ‘I drank a bottle of Chardonnay on an empty stomach, and feel a tad iffy,’ he murmured, opening the large green door.




  A group of around thirty people sat taking notes from the diminutive, bespectacled lecturer, who was pointing to an image on a large screen of a shop-floor display of fabrics, and talking about

  something called metal halide lighting. Hilary knew that shop or store lighting was completely different from domestic, especially where fabrics were concerned, and a light as close as possible to

  natural light was needed. Hopefully this was the point being made and they hadn’t missed too much of the lecture and would be able to grasp what was being taught, fairly quickly.




  All the seats at the back were taken and Hilary glanced at her companion, who grimaced and began to edge along the side. ‘There’s seats at the front, hurry along, please, we have a

  lot to cover,’ the man said impatiently as everyone turned to look at them. Mortified, Hilary scuttled behind her new acquaintance who nonchalantly flicked his purple scarf over his shoulder

  as he strode along ahead of her. There were four empty seats in the middle of the front row and he sat on one of them and she sat down beside him and took out a large notebook from her tote, and

  then realized with a sinking heart that she had to go rooting for a pen. She scrabbled desperately in the depths of her bag as the lecturer eyed her irritably.




  ‘Err . . . em . . . my pen,’ she said weakly, catching her companion’s amused gaze.




  ‘I’ve two, take one,’ Jonathan murmured, handing her a blue biro. ‘Mary Poppins has nothing on you,’ he added sotto voce as he clipped some pages to a

  clipboard and, pen poised, gazed expectantly at the lecturer.




  Hilary giggled, earning another irate frown from the lecturer, before she lowered her head and opened her notebook as he began to discuss new developments in lighting technology.




  ‘I’m more interested in domestic lighting, to be honest. Fitting out a store or display premises wouldn’t be my cup of tea,’ Jonathan confided as they sipped coffee and

  nibbled on dry pink wafer biscuits a couple of hours later at the coffee break.




  ‘Umm, we do all types of lighting in my job, domestic and commercial. My dad has a lighting business and showrooms; I run it for him,’ Hilary told him, trying not to gobble her

  biscuit. She was starving, having only had time for a half-slice of toast that Millie hadn’t eaten. The girls were having a sleepover at her sister’s and she’d had to pack

  overnight bags, as well as getting them ready for school.




  ‘Really? Do you give discounts to friends?’ Jonathan enquired. ‘I have a new interior design commission. I need lights and lamps and shades and now I’m your

  friend.’ He grinned at her and she laughed.




  ‘I’m sure we could do business, Mr Harpur.’




  ‘Excellent, Ms Hammond! Here’s to a long and fruitful friendship.’ He clinked his coffee cup against hers and winked. ‘Look at the Mona Lisa over there, casting sultry

  glances at the guy in the brown cords. She’s wasting her time. He plays on my team.’




  ‘Gay?’ Hilary arched an eyebrow.




  ‘For sure. I should go over and flirt with him myself.’




  ‘How do you know?’ Hilary asked. ‘He looks . . . er . . . em . . .’ She was going to say butch but stopped in case she implied that Jonathan wasn’t. The minute

  she’d seen Jonathan’s shoes, and the scarf draped artistically around his neck, she’d known that he was gay.




  ‘You always know who plays on your team,’ Jonathan assured her confidently. ‘He’s been eyeing me up all morning so Mona Lisa is barking up the wrong tree

  there,’ Jonathan smirked.




  Hilary laughed. Mona Lisa was a spot-on description of the slightly round-faced, dark-haired girl with the protruding eyes, who had introduced herself as Jacintha and informed them, as Jonathan

  politely handed her a cup of coffee, that she was an architect with a ‘cutting edge’ firm in Merrion Square. She believed in using the medium of architecture in a

  ‘sculptural’ way, she informed Hilary and Jonathan, who listened politely, as she earnestly declared that a lighting design course would add to the services she could offer to clients.

  She had looked down her superior little nose when Jonathan told her that he worked in the Civil Service. ‘So you haven’t been to uni full-time then? Just courses here and there?’

  Jacintha sniffed.




  ‘I’ve been to the University of Life, and how,’ Jonathan drawled with a theatrical sigh.




  ‘And what do you do?’ Jacintha had turned to Hilary who had been about to say that she worked in her dad’s business when Jonathan cut in.




  ‘Can you believe it, Jacintha? Hilary is the MD of her own lighting and electrical business, as well as a mother of two! This lady is a DY NA MO!’




  ‘Oh! Right,’ Jacintha said, casting a supercilious glance over Hilary who was wearing black trousers, black espadrilles and a white broderie anglaise top. Jacintha was dressed in a

  sharp, tailored grey trouser suit, worn with a red-silk cami that was stretched tightly across her bountiful bosom. She tottered on her skyscraper heels and carried a YSL briefcase.




  ‘I suppose you have to keep up to date?’ she observed, glancing around the room to see who else she might be interested in talking to.




  ‘Indeed,’ murmured Hilary, who was finding it hard to keep her face straight as Jonathan was standing slightly behind Jacintha and flaring his nostrils and arching his eyebrows.




  ‘Are you into er . . . interior design too?’ Jacintha sounded bored and was clearly making polite conversation.




  ‘Of course,’ Hilary shrugged. ‘It’s intrinsic to my business; good lighting can only complement and add an extra dimension to any room.’




  ‘But with interior design you either have it or you don’t, it’s innate, unlike architecture which can be learned. Don’t you agree?’ Jonathan interjected smoothly,

  turning to Hilary.




  ‘Absolutely.’ She nodded emphatically. ‘You have to have a flair for sure.’ Hilary only said that because she thought the other girl was so smug and dismissive.

  She had never given the matter much thought.




  ‘I don’t actually agree with you on that point. Enjoy your coffee,’ Moon Face had retorted before drifting off to try her luck with Mr Brown Cords.




  ‘I’m devastated!’ Jonathan murmured and Hilary giggled. Her companion was great fun and really adding to her enjoyment of the course. ‘Very patronizing, wasn’t she?

  She nearly fell off her high heels when I said you were an MD.’ Jonathan grinned.




  ‘You weren’t letting her get away with anything. She’s so up her own posterior.’ Hilary eyed the last biscuit on the plate longingly.




  ‘Some people bring out the worst in me,’ Jonathan confessed, taking a gulp of coffee. ‘I must warn you, if we are going to be buddies, that I have a terrific inner

  bitch.’




  ‘Oh me too,’ Hilary grinned. ‘And she could probably out-bitch yours.’




  ‘Excellent!’ Jonathan approved. ‘I think we are going to get on like a house on fire. Now eat that last biscuit, you look as if you are in need of vittles, and then I really

  must go to Louisiana before we start back.’




  ‘Me too, I shouldn’t have drunk that second cup of coffee,’ Hilary said as they made their way to the restrooms.




  She touched up her make-up and brushed her hair. She was glad she’d come to the course. It was vital to keep up to date with developments and new lighting designs, but today didn’t

  seem like work with Jonathan sitting beside her, whispering witty asides.




  She felt she’d known Jonathan Harpur all her life. She felt completely comfortable with him and he seemed very relaxed with her. Easy! That’s what they were . . . easy together. A

  most unexpected bonus on this lovely sunny Friday, away from the business, and home, and all their demands.




  ‘Do you know what would be great?’ Jonathan said as he wolfed down a steaming bowl of Irish stew, while Hilary made short work of a succulent lamb shank. They were having lunch in a

  pub on the quays not far from the hotel.




  ‘What would be great?’ she asked, mopping up some gravy with a piece of bread.




  ‘We could go to some of those lighting fairs together. Did you see the timetable of fairs Mr Personality gave us? Frankfurt, Belgrade, Moscow, Stockholm. Helsinki. The world is our oyster,

  missus.’




  ‘I have a husband and two children,’ she reminded him.




  ‘A minor detail, my dear!’ Jonathan said airily, giving a discreet burp. ‘Sorry,’ he apologized. ‘I just feel so comfortable with you. I forgot we’ve only

  just been introduced.’




  ‘Weird, isn’t it? I feel as if I’ve known you forever.’ Hilary replenished their water from the jug with the mint and lemon floating prettily in the middle, thinking that

  the colours would be a good match.




  ‘Funny, I think that too. We’re going to be great friends, you and me.’ He smiled at her. ‘And now I have somewhere new to source my lighting requirements, with the

  discount of course,’ he teased. ‘Seriously though, I can’t wait to see your showrooms.’




  ‘If you’ve nothing on this evening, you could come and have a look,’ Hilary said impulsively. ‘My children are having a sleepover at my sister’s and my husband is

  abroad working for a few days. I had planned to catch up on housework. I’ve nothing else on. I could rustle us up something for dinner.’




  ‘Forget about rustling up, we can order in, Chinese, Indian, I’m all for the easy life. What do you want to go cooking for when you don’t have to?’ Jonathan remarked.

  ‘And we could polish off a bottle of vino if you cared to.’




  ‘I’m liking you even better!’ Hilary grinned. ‘But if you shift Mr Brown Cords in the meantime, I’ll understand,’ she joked.




  ‘Now that is what I call a true gurlfriend,’ Jonathan laughed. ‘I just need to ring my other gurlfriend, Orla, and make sure she’s OK. She lives in the flat

  above me and has been dumped by a Kerry man and is in the horrors as well as having bad lady pains. I don’t want to drop her like a hot potato. Wouldn’t be fair. And besides she’d

  have my guts for garters and make my life a misery. You order the coffee while I go and give her a bell.’




  Jonathan seemed a very decent bloke. She liked that he was making sure that his friend was OK, Hilary approved, catching the waitress’s attention and mouthing, ‘Two coffees,

  please.’




  They had just been placed on the table when Jonathan arrived back. ‘All sorted,’ he said cheerfully. ‘I’m allowed to date you as long as I get her a cheeseburger on the

  way home.’




  ‘And is there any significant other in your life?’ Hilary asked, pouring milk into her coffee.




  ‘Tragically, no. I’m all alone and celibate as a nun,’ Jonathan sighed. ‘I was with someone for a while but it didn’t work out. He was sports mad and I

  couldn’t hack it. Standing on the sidelines watching him play badminton and shuttling that cock over the net did my head in eventually. It’s not even real tennis,’ he

  grumbled. ‘Do you know any sexy gay men at all?’ he queried hopefully.




  ‘Sorry, none that are unattached. I know one couple who are regular customers, and another guy who sources lights for his restaurants but he’s seeing someone,’ Hilary said

  apologetically.




  ‘Never mind, I’m immersing myself in my work for the time being anyway.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘We need to get a move on. Lunch is on me,’ he added firmly,

  taking out his wallet.




  ‘No!’ protested Hilary, rooting in her bag for her purse.




  ‘Yes!’ Jonathan gave her a stern look that made her laugh. ‘Don’t forget you’ll be giving me a discount. I’m just worming my way into your

  affections.’




  ‘Well I’m getting our takeaway tonight then,’ she responded equally firmly as a lipstick and one of Millie’s sparkly hairbands fell out onto the table.




  ‘Right, Mary Poppins, sort yourself and that bag while I go and pay.




  ‘I’m looking forward to the domestic lighting module. It sure beats the hell out of being stuck at work – it will be the happiest day of my life when I can resign from the

  Civil Service,’ Jonathan confided when they headed for the exit.




  ‘That’s a big step to take,’ Hilary remarked as they emerged onto the quays, the balmy breeze blowing their hair around their faces. The sun sparkled on the Liffey, a flowing,

  glittering ribbon of molten silver, and the scent of flowers from a street seller’s stall perfumed the air. A seagull squawked from the Jeanie Johnston’s masts and a small boat

  chugged towards the East Link Bridge, leaving a foamy swirl in its wake. She inhaled deeply and wished they had time to sit in the sun over a glass of wine and watch the world go by.




  ‘We all have to take a leap of faith sometimes,’ he said lightly, falling into step beside her.




  ‘Giving up a permanent and pensionable job isn’t a decision to be taken lightly.’




  ‘Yes, Mammy!’ Jonathan said drily.




  Hilary laughed. ‘That did sound a bit middle-aged all right,’ she conceded.




  ‘Don’t worry, I want to have a good portfolio of clients, and I’m getting there slowly but surely and you know where you and I should look for business?’ He steered her

  across Custom House Quay.




  ‘Where?’ She was intrigued.




  ‘Lots of hotels are having spa areas installed, and proper lighting is crucial. That’s the market we need to go after.’




  ‘Well, would you believe, we’ve supplied lighting for several hotels doing just that,’ Hilary said.




  ‘Supplied the lighting!’ He made a face. ‘We should design, supply and install. There’s a whole new market out there just waiting to be tapped in

  to.’




  ‘Are you suggesting we work together?’ Hilary exclaimed.




  ‘You’ve said it, missus. Hammond and Harpur Interior and Lighting Design Specialists. What do you think?’




  ‘I think it has a very good ring to it!’ Hilary grinned. ‘“Sculptural”, as Jacintha might say!’




  ‘Oooohhh bitchy, I like it.’




  Laughing, they made their way into the hotel, delighted with the unexpected bonus of new friendship that their design course had brought them.




  





  CHAPTER FIVE





  ‘I really think it’s going to be me, Colette. I’ve just had an email from Daniel Burdell. Reading between the lines I think you and I are heading for New

  York.’ Des was on a high as they sat in the back of the chauffeur-driven car that was taking them to Heathrow. They’d entertained the Japanese businessman and his little dumpling of a

  wife to afternoon tea in the exquisite surroundings of the stately home and now luxury hotel that Cliveden House had become. She wished she’d had time to wander around and admire the antiques

  and paintings but she’d performed her wifely duty and made small talk with their guests, and Des’s potential client.




  ‘Jerry Olsen is going to go ballistic! Tough luck, Jerry boy!’ Des rubbed his hands.




  Colette sighed. Was it the line of coke he’d taken before they left, or was he really in with a chance for the promotion that would see them relocate to the US? She hated it when Des took

  coke. He was hyper enough without it, but the drug made him edgy and manic.




  ‘Let’s not count our chickens before they’re hatched,’ she murmured, but her husband wasn’t listening; he had resumed working on his laptop, tapping furiously as

  they sped along the M4. She gazed out of the car window noticing the iconic Round Tower and turrets of Windsor Castle in the distance. The flags fluttering in the breeze and great oak trees framing

  the view. In spite of her irritation with her husband, she still thought what a magical, otherworldly sight it was, conjuring up images of knights in shining armour jousting for their ladies. She

  had been to a weekend party years ago in a stately country house in Berkshire, soon after they’d married. A striking Piper painting of Windsor Castle hung in the gallery that ran the length

  of the house. Colette had thought it beautiful and had returned to gaze at it several times over the weekend incurring the displeasure of her husband.




  ‘For heaven’s sake, stop skulking here and come and mingle. We’re going grouse shooting. Go and change,’ he instructed.




  ‘Go without me, I’m not sitting shivering in that damp weather waiting for you to shoot some poor unfortunate birds. I told you that I wasn’t going

  shooting.’




  ‘Some help you are,’ he’d muttered angrily, stomping off, and she’d thought how exhausting it was climbing the social ladder sometimes.




  Colette grimaced at the memory. They had found their niche in London – her aunt’s connections had proved invaluable – and she was very comfortable with their place in the

  haut monde. If they went to New York it would almost be like starting afresh and those Waspy East Coasters were notoriously cliquish as she’d found on their frequent trips Stateside

  over the years. And they’d have to take Jasmine out of prep school and away from her little friends. It wouldn’t be easy. But, on the other hand, she loved New York.

  And what a feather in their cap it would be, and how impressed her parents would be, if Des got this plum job and they ended up living on the Upper East or West Side of Manhattan? The Met, MoMA,

  the Guggenheim, the Morgan and L&M, and so many more cultural delights, all on her doorstep. Des would have Wall Street but they would be her pleasures.




  Colette brightened up as they merged onto the M25 speeding towards the exit for Heathrow. She could see planes in their holding patterns circling in the distance and hoped there’d be no

  delays to their flight. It was rare these days to take off on time.




  Now that she was on her way Colette had started looking forward to her trip home to Ireland. She wouldn’t say anything about her husband’s job interview until it was in the bag,

  though. It would be too ignominious if she’d spoken about it and then Des didn’t get the position. Image was everything in your own home town.




  She’d tell Des to drop her at Hilary’s, and have a good chat with her friend about it. Colette wouldn’t mind saying it to her. She knew better than anyone the person behind the

  bright, self-confident façade Colette put up. She could always depend on Hilary for advice. Besides it would be more enjoyable having a drink and a chat with Hilary than having to make

  polite conversation with Des’s colleagues. He had reservations for dinner in Guilbaud’s, but tonight she wasn’t in the mood for fine dining, hovering waiters, and over-rich food.

  She actually had a strange longing for a kebab, she thought in amusement, remembering how Hilary used to go mad when she’d eat half of hers after a night out.




  ‘I want you to drop me off at Hilary’s when we get to Dublin. I’ll take a cab to the hotel later,’ she said as the driver swung around the roundabout and drove towards

  Terminal 1.




  ‘But we’re going to Guilbaud’s.’ Des looked at her, perplexed.




  ‘I’m not in the form, darling. I’m tired. That dinner for the Americans took a lot of work and energy and I just want to flop with Hilary for an hour or two and wind

  down.’




  ‘Fine, if that’s what you want,’ Des said, packing away his laptop. ‘Have you told your folks we’re coming over?’




  ‘No, I’ll ring them from the hotel tomorrow and we can arrange to meet up.’ Colette refreshed her lipstick and ran a brush through her hair as they pulled up at the set-down

  area.




  ‘They won’t be too happy that you haven’t let them know you’re coming,’ Des warned.




  Colette shrugged. ‘I know they’ll be in a huff. I’ll worry about that tomorrow.’ She slid gracefully out of the car, making sure she had her copy of Vanity Fair

  in her Louis Vuitton travel bag. She would read her favourite magazine in the comfort of first-class on the short flight home. Now that she was at the airport she was dying to surprise Hilary and

  have a good girly natter.




  ‘It was like being in an Aladdin’s cave of lighting. They’re beautiful showrooms – you should be very proud,’ Jonathan remarked as he and Hilary

  divvied up spring rolls, crispy duck and lemon chicken and rice, in her kitchen. He had meandered around the showrooms, particularly enjoying the uplighters and downlighters and the glittering

  cascades of the sparkling chandeliers that were displayed artistically throughout.
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